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Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that some of those scientists who have paid attention to science-humanities relationships have taken a very negative stance, which came to the fore during the so-called Science Wars of the 1990s. That was perhaps best typified in the United States by biologist Paul Gross and mathematician Norman Levitt, who characterize a broad cross-section of those who presume to speak about science from outside positions as aiming to undermine scientific authority. Gross and Levitt are clearly uncomfortable with the possibility of productive intercourse between what they perceive as hard, fact-based science and fuzzy humanities, two domains that in their portrayal seem to be completely intellectually and epistemologically incommensurate:
The humanities, as traditionally understood, are indispensable to our civilization and to the prospects of living a fulfilling life within it. The indispensability of professional academic humanists, on the other hand, is a less certain proposition. . . . The notion that scientists and engineers will always accept as axiomatic the competence and indispensability for higher education of humanists and social scientists is altogether too smug. By contrast, the biologist E. O. Wilson appeared to offer a pro-interaction position:
There is only one way to unite the great branches of learning and end the culture wars. It is to view the boundary between the scientific and literary cultures not as a territorial line but as a broad and mostly unexplored terrain awaiting cooperative entry from both sides. (137) Yet this revealed, on closer examination, much more of a call for colonization than alliance:
In the last several decades the natural sciences have expanded to reach the borders of the social sciences and humanities. There the principle of consilient explanation guiding the advance must undergo its severest test. The physical sciences have been relatively easy; the social sciences and humanities will be the ultimate challenge. (72) The only way either to establish or to refute consilience is by methods developed in the natural sciences. . . . Its surest test will be its effectiveness in the social sciences and humanities. (9) But many scientists do appreciate the need for truly "cooperative entry from both sides;" a nice example is provided in zoologist Richard Lewontin's essay review of Higher Superstition for Configurations, in which he discusses how metaphor shapes investigation in developmental biology (Gross's own field). Indeed, I suggest that a good measure of scientists' attitude towards literature and science is their understanding of how intimately scientific thought is bound up with metaphor. Compare these two statements from physicists Alan Sokal (of the (in)famous Sokal affair) and Jean Bricmont and then from chemist Ted Brown: Some people will no doubt think that we are interpreting these authors too literally and that the passages we quote should be read as metaphors rather than as precise logical arguments. Indeed, in certain cases the "science" is undoubtedly intended metaphorically, but what is the purpose of these metaphors? After all, a metaphor is usually employed to clarify an unfamiliar concept by relating it to a more familiar one, not the reverse. (Sokal 10) [A]ny model we might use to characterize the atom is metaphorical, whether it be that of a billiard ball . . . or a densely mathematical description based on quantum theory. . . . We don't ever "see" atoms. . . . What we see are constructs that at their best represent reliable models of reality, with sufficient verisimilitude to serve as productive metaphors. They facilitate correlations, predictions, and interpretations of other data and stimulate the creative design of new experiments. That is all we can hope for. (Brown 99) The first comment projects a highly restricted, almost algorithmic understanding of metaphor-merely a tool for explanatory purposes-whereas the second reflects the ubiquitous, central role of metaphor in all realms of human activity, including science. Chemist (and Nobel laureate) Roald Hoffmann, an occasional SLSA meeting participant, has spoken similarly on how paying attention to considerations of language and literature can have a positive effect on scientific practice:
[T]here is no single correct analysis of the complex entities of chemistry expressed in a single adequate language, as various reductionist scripts require; and yet the multiplicity and multivocality of the sciences . . . do not preclude but in many ways enhance their reasonableness and success. . . . We understand the reality whose independence we honor as requiring scientific methods which are not univocal and reductionist precisely because reality is multifarious, surprising, and infinitely rich. (Grosholz and Hoffmann 223) Sentiments along these lines, especially if supported with illustrations, could form an excellent basis for attracting scientists to literature and science.
What specific actions might increase participation by scientists in literature and science activities? An obvious first step is simply to try to interest scientists in what we do. I must confess my own attempts have not been hugely successful, but a large part of the reason for that is the factor I mentioned above: my colleagues at Caltech will express polite interest (sometimes!) but are not willing or able to go any further. I continue to try; but I expect outreach efforts at liberal arts colleges and other less high-powered research-oriented institutions might be more promising. In any case, humanists will have to do the lion's share of this work: there are just not enough of us scientists in literature and science to have much of an impact.
Having (hopefully) attracted sympathetic scientists on an informal basis, then, we could move towards more active involvement. Organizers of panels at an SLSA (or other) meeting could try to line up a scientist as a respondent, or even one of the speakers. Editors and authors contemplating a special issue, or a cluster of papers, for journals such as Configurations or JLS could recruit a scientist as one of the contributors, or a co-author on one of the papers, or as a commentator on the theme and collection of articles. In fact, I see signs that such efforts may be underway already: the scholars who took over the editorship of Configurations in 2012 promised "agendas that bring scientists, humanists, social scientists, and artists together," (Littlefield and Sudan 211) and indeed, two subsequent themed issues on "Time" (Holland and Kittler) and "Emotions" (Frazzetto) include articles by a physicist (Schollwöck) and two neuroscientists (Frazzetto; Wilkes and Scott) respectively. If this is the beginning of a new trend, it is most encouraging.
Literature and science programmes or interest groups at colleges and universities would constitute another valuable mechanism if they include substantial active participation by scientists. I know some such exist-for example, there is a Center for Literature and Natural Sciences at the Friedrich-Alexander-Universität in Erlangen, Germany (ELINAS), cofounded and jointly led by members of literature and physics departments (see elinas.fau.de/)-and I seem to recall a couple of presentations about smaller groups at previous SLSA meetings. We should try to increase their visibility, perhaps by arranging for such a presentation as a plenary talk at a future meeting, followed by a roundtable discussion on how to encourage similar activities elsewhere.
I hope none of this will be taken as any sort of negative commentary on SLSA, or on literature and science more generally. It is not that I feel isolated as one of the few scientists; on the contrary, I have always felt entirely welcome within the organization, and have tremendously enjoyed and profited from my interactions with all members. Nonetheless, I do strongly feel that increasing scientists' participation will be beneficial on many fronts: the literature and science endeavour to be sure, but perhaps on a much larger scale as well, such as potentially reducing interdisciplinary/interdepartmental barriers and tensions in academia in general, as I have suggested in a previous article. Let us see what we can do. Maybe taking a scientist to lunch would be a good start!
